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The Independent Labour Party (ILP), founded in Bradford in 1893 and the largest of the late nineteenth century socialist bodies (with 10,720 paid-up members in 1894-5), was much closer to trade unionism than the SDF. 3 Nevertheless, a few of its leading figures, most notably Philip Snowden , who was to be Chancellor of the Exchequer in the first two Labour governments (1924 and 1929-31) , were famously often hostile to the trade unions. James Ramsay MacDonald (1866 MacDonald ( -1937 , chairman of the Parliamentary Labour Party (in effect leader) 1911-14, Leader of the Labour Party 1922 -31 and Labour Prime Minister (1924 and 1929 was also far from enthusiastic about trade unionism. This was in contrast to other major early Labour Party figures who were (or had been) trade unionists, such as James Keir Hardie (1856 -1915 ), David Shackleton (1863 -1938 and Arthur Henderson (1863 Henderson ( -1935 . 4 In the second half of the nineteenth century most British trade union leaders were Liberal Party supporters while most trade unionists voted Liberal, but in Lancashire, Birmingham and elsewhere many voted Conservative. In the mid to late 1880s a younger generation of trade union leaders -such as James Keir Hardie and Robert Smillie (1857-1940) , both Scottish coal-miners, Tom Mann (1856 Mann ( -1941 , and John Burns (1858 Burns ( -1943 , both engineers, and Ben Tillett , a general labourer -were socialists and were involved in organising the unskilled workers in such sectors as gasworks, docks and shipping as well as in rebuilding coal mining trade unionism, which had crumbled in some parts of Britain. Both the older skilled trade unions and the large, enthusiastic new unions provided the mass support for the huge May Day demonstrations of the early 1890s, with 250-300,000 turning out in London alone in 1890-93. 5 British trade unionism, which had been more akin to the less party-political trade unionism of the USA than the political trade unionism of continental Europe, moved decisively towards independent labour representation in Parliament at the end of the 1890s in the face of employers' offensives against trade unionism and a series of legal decisions, culminating in the Taff Vale judgement The Labour Representation Committee (LRC), formed in 1900, following the TUC's 1899 resolution, went wider than trade unions affiliated to the TUC. The inaugural conference held in Faringdon Street, London, on 27 and 28 February 1900, was attended by representatives of 66 trade unions, the Midland Counties Trades Federation, and three socialist societies (the ILP, the SDF and the Fabian Society, which had been founded in 1884 and for 1899 gave its membership as 861). The SDF affiliated but withdrew after one year, the co-operative movement, which in most areas remained Liberal until the First World War, did not affiliate en masse but some co-operative societies did between 1906 and 1917 and from 1927, but many trade unions and the ILP and Fabian Society joined and stayed. 6 More than that, the Taff Vale Judgement of 1901, which awarded huge damages and legal costs against the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants (ASRS) and thereby set a legal precedent which undercut unions' abilities to conduct strikes, encouraged most major trade unions to affiliate to the LRC to secure legislation to undo this legal verdict. By 1904 all the major unions had affiliated to the TUC except most of the coal miners, who did so in 1909. Yet, the impact of the ILP was disproportionate in the pre-1914 Parliamentary Labour Party to its membership, which ran at around 2 per cent of the trade union affiliates to the Labour Party (see Table 1B ). Although seven of the 29 MPs were ILP sponsored, many more were also ILP members as well as trade unionists. This was notably so in the case of J.R. Clynes (1869 Clynes ( -1949 However, Osborne succeeded in gaining a verdict at the Court of Appeal, and upheld by the Law Lords, against his union the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants (ASRS) over its levying money for political purposes. He had failed in the lower court, as had a group of Conservative South Wales miners in 1907, who objected to union funds supporting Liberal candidates. The Osborne Judgement, 1909, rendered many trade union activities illegal, including financing newspapers, and it even made support for trades councils and the TUC questionable. However, trade unions set up voluntary funds (which accumulated far smaller sums) and the unions pressed for changes in the law. This came with the Trade Union Act 1913, which required trade unions to hold ballots to establish political funds and made provision for members to contract out of paying the political levy.
11 While some trade unions had large minority votes against establishing a political levy -with the minority against being 88. A feature of the period 1905-14 was the way that the older political parties sought to gain trade unionist political support and manoeuvred to block others benefiting from trade union funds. The Conservative Party throughout the twentieth century repeatedly sought to create a credible Conservative trade union body. In the period after the 1906 general election, when the Conservatives lost many seats in working class areas of Lancashire, they made particular efforts to organise sympathetic workers. The Labour MP J.R. Clynes, who represented a Manchester seat, commented in the House of Commons in 1912: 'Conservative agents are known to be endeavouring to organise and establish rival trade unionsconstitutional trade unions, non-political trade unions -and all you have to do to be a non-political trade unionist is to be a Tory, and generally to associate yourself with the party of that name '. Andrew Bonar Law (1858 -1923 The political influence of the trade unions was enhanced in the industrially turbulent pre First World War years and even more so in the war and the postwar boom of 1919-20. Table 2 provides details of the considerable rise in trade union membership 1911-20. Over half the male labour force was in trade unions in 1919 and 1920, densities not achieved again until after the Second World War in 1946, while the 1920 female density was only surpassed from 1942. Trade union membership went up in the war years even though some 5.9 million men went into the Armed Forces. Although trade union affiliation fees to the Labour Party were lowered, the sheer greater number of trade unionists resulted in the Labour Party having bigger resources for fighting postwar elections. Trade union financial strength generally was greater not only because of increased income but also as there were reductions in some costs (few being unemployed and with strikes illegal, most strikes were unofficial). The huge wartime demand for manpower put labour in a strong position in the labour market in Britain as in other belligerent nations. The British government came to a voluntary agreement to suspend strikes and achieve labour flexibility with some major trade unions at the Treasury conference in February 1915. These changes became statutory requirements with the Munitions of War Act, 1915. As the state took control of more and more of British industry and settled wage rates nationally, the TUC and the key trade unions were increasingly consulted by government and brought into wartime committees. Similarly, when the first wartime coalition government was formed by H.H. Asquith (1852 Asquith ( -1928 Militant engineering workers provided many of the early leaders of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), with many others coming from coalmining or the railways. Tom Mann, who was the best known trade unionist in the early period of the CPGB, wrote in a pamphlet praising Soviet Russia:
Let me suppose the reader is a n unemployed member of the Amalgamated Engineering Union; has exhausted state unemployed benefit, is now receiving only a few shillings a week from the union, family life rapidly deteriorating… confronted with the employers' present demand that those in work shall be subjected to 'another 12½ per cent reduction in wages. Are you one who still fails to see the necessity for a change of system from Dictatorship of the Bourgeoisie to Dictatorship of the Proletariat?
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In Britain, however, there was no major split in the trade union movement, although the CPGB had some, although limited, success with a minority movement in the trade unions and with the National Unemployed Workers' Movement (which gained some support beyond the CPGB). The great majority of British trade unionists remained moderate, though after 1918 more were likely to vote Labour than Liberal. beyond male trade unionists. Before 1914 the party had supported votes for women and it had promoted several inner city issues, including providing breakfasts at schools for needy children and providing better housing, as well as campaigning for pensions and on behalf of the unemployed. After the war, Labour continued to speak up for equality. In 1919 there was a breakaway trade union from the National Union of Teachers, the National Association of Schoolmasters, which represented a revolt of male teachers over pressure for equal pay for their female colleagues. Henderson, writing in a Labour educational journal in March 1920 was firmly in support of equality, writing: 'The present disparities in the remuneration of men and women teachers cannot be defended on the grounds of justice or expediency'. 16 During the war the Labour Party won much support by taking up issues such as food shortages and insufficient allowances for soldiers' wives and children or widows. Also the Labour Party's constitution, organisation and policies were overhauled in 1917-18 under the direction of Henderson, with the intention of turning the party into a broad based party competing for office. Yet, it was in the later 1920s, as Mike Savage, a historical sociologist, has argued, that Labour politics in many areas became based on 'a new network of popularly controlled neighbourhood institutions', with women's organisations being especially important. MacDonald's distancing himself from the trade union leadership was part of his concern to make the Labour Party a national party, not a party largely restricted in its appeal to one class. Such concerns were heightened in the General Strike, May 1926, when the TUC backed the coal miners in resisting cuts in wages and other working conditions. MacDonald had long argued against general strikes and believed the miners' demands were unrealistic. In his diary on 2 May 1926 he the great danger of a Labour government was that they would allow themselves to be rushed and would lose control… If Henderson and his friends were in authority and there was a strike, say, in Manchester, they would not be prepared to use force to preserve law and order. They would send a man down to talk to the crowd. And they would share Kerensky's fate. Trade union membership, which had fallen since 1921, and Labour Party support both began to recover during the 1930s. Table 3 indicates UK trade union membership and the votes given to the Labour Party in the 1930s. In the 1935 general election 79 of the 154 elected Labour candidates were trade unionists. Of these 34 were sponsored by the Miners' Federation of Great Britain, a much larger number than the second largest group, seven, sponsored by the Transport and General Workers' Union.
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Labour returned to office in Winston Churchill's wartime coalition government, 1940-5. Ernest Bevin, the most powerful trade union leader of the interwar years, was Minister of Labour and National Service and from September 1940 until the end of the war in Europe a member of Churchill's small war cabinet. Churchill wrote of Bevin that he had 'the whole man-power of the nation to manage and animate. All the workers in the munitions factories were ready to take his direction'. 27 The trade union movement emerged from the Second World War strong and widely respected for its part in the war effort. Society, 6 th Series, 11, 2001, pp. 273-93 (quotations at p. 291 The essential feature of the Labour Party-trade union relationship in 1945-51 was the support the trade union movement gave what it saw as its government in the massive task of reconstruction -both physical and financial -after the Second World War. The TUC backed the governments' voluntary incomes policy from 1948 until 1950 (when the 1949 devaluation added to other inflationary pressures to make severe restraint on wage rises unrealistic). In this period trade union and widespread public support made this incomes policy more effective than those of 1960-74. 30 So what went wrong in British politics for the trade unions in the 1950s and after? The first issue was that fears of mass unemployment, as in the 1930s, were not realised. The prosperity in the international economy from about 1950 to 1973 avoided this. In Britain the avoidance of high unemployment was also facilitated by both Labour and Conservative governments following Keynesian counter-cyclical policies, trying to maintain a steady level of aggregate demand in the economy. The period 1950 to the early 1960s saw low unemployment and buoyant demand for labour. As a result the trade unions were in a strong position to press wage and other demands. In the 1950s inflation, not unemployment, became the worry of the Conservative governments of 1951-64 and the trade unions were deemed to be a major cause of rising costs in British industry. The issue of rising prices was examined in the 1956 government White Paper, The Economic Implications of Full Employment (Cmd 9725) which urged 'self-restraint in making wage claims and fixing profit margins'.
Related to concerns of trade union action raising prices were issues of relatively low productivity in British industry compared with other countries and strike levels. While British economic growth rates were good in comparison to the British past, including the classic Industrial Revolution period, they were poor compared to other Western industrialised countries, not least West Germany and Japan. Such concerns were not only aired by politicians but in the newspapers, in films such as I'm All Right Jack (1959) and on television.
31 Alert to the likely adverse electoral implications of trade union unpopularity, Harold Wilson (1916-92) , Prime Minister in the fourth Labour government, 1964-70, set up a Royal Commission on trade unions and employer organisations chaired by Lord Donovan. The Donovan Report supported the largely voluntary, as opposed to statutory, system of industrial relations, found that the problem of strikes was the high proportion of them being unofficial and found that the British level of strikes was at an intermediate level between those countries with a large number of disputes such as Italy, Ireland, Canada and the United States and those with relatively few, such as France and Japan. Nevertheless, much of the press and right wing politicians continued to argue that high levels of strikes were a peculiarly 'English disease'.
In early 1979 a series of strikes, many in the public sector, undermined confidence in the Labour government under James Callaghan Edward Heath (1916 Heath ( -2005 Heath ( ), 1970 , and the miners, the Labour Party had an advantage in being deemed to be able to work with the unions. The link also at first proved valuable in Harold Wilson's 1974-76 government, when the government and the unions made 'The Social Contract' whereby the unions supported incomes policy (which between 1975 and 1977 played a major part in cutting inflation from 24 to 8 per cent) and in return the government delivered social benefits (such as better pensions) and tax cuts. In the 'Winter of Discontent' of early 1979 the trade unions and strikes were a major liability for the Labour Party. In his diary on 16 January 1979 , Bernard Donoughue (1934 , Senior Policy Advisor to James Callaghan, noted of the strikes:
This is all creating a strong public reaction -against the unions, and against us. So this crisis is the worst for us in the past five years. The Tories have never been able to really hurt us. But our strongest card has been that we have seemed able best to deal with the unions. Now that card looks very weak.
On 19 January he noted Callaghan saying that he had been 'gravely politically damaged' in the past week.
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It was in this period that Margaret Thatcher dropped her caution on the issue of the trade unions and made 'taming the unions' a major feature of her politics. The Thatcher governments, 1979-90, were marked by a strong belief in the effectiveness of free market forces in making a strong economy, and part of this belief was a conviction that trade unions damaged the economy and resulted in worse levels of unemployment. The Labour-trade union link became a standard part of Conservative electioneering in the general elections of 1979, 1983 and 1992 , with lessening favourable responses from the British electorate.
Conservative criticism of the Labour Party trade union link became less effective as the trade unions became weaker in the 1990s. UK trade union membership peaked at 13,289,000 in 1979 but by 1995 had dropped to 8,089,000. Trade union density fell from 53 per cent in 1979 to under 30 per cent by 1998. It also became less effective because public opinion which had been hostile to the trade unions in the 1980s became more positive to them when many felt the Conservatives had gone too far with hostile trade union legislation in the late 1980s and 1993 and with the closure of much of the coal industry. Furthermore, Conservative criticisms of the trade unions as a source of Labour Party funds became less damaging as the Conservative reliance on hedge funds and other finances appeared less admirable with the financial crisis of 2008.
The images of overmighty trade union barons, which had been built up by the popular press, have been undermined by the research of Lewis Minkin. While the trade unions continued to expect to be consulted by the Labour Party on industrial relations and employment issues, generally they did not exert pressure on other policies as a price for their funds. Generally the trade union representatives on the Labour Party's National Executive Committee were forces for moderation and gave Labour's leaders loyal support. 33 Nationally and at constituency level the trade unions have provided both finance and activists which have been a bedrock of support for the Labour Party.
